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What is Shabbos?

Further Etymology

Shabbos is a term you’ll
see repeated many times
throughout this book. You
many also know it as ‘Shabbat’
or simply ‘The Sabbath’, the
latter being a westernized
spelling of the former. Shabbos
is a holiday of rest observed in
Judaism from Friday night to
Saturday night.

Shabbat comes from the
Hebrew root שבת, (šabbòt),
meaning to rest. This word has
great influence in many modern
languages. For example,
many terms for Saturday (the
Italian sabato, or the German
Samstag) are derived from the
word Shabbat. Even the word
‘seven’ (Hebrew ‘ שבעsheh-va’)
can be traced back to Shabbat,
highlighting the number of
days in a week containing the
day of rest.

During Shabbos, observant
Jews are prohibited from
doing any form of work or
labor. Anything that may
be considered a burden is
restricted until the emergence
of at least three stars in the sky
on Saturday night.
Shabbos grants the individual
time to reflect on the past
week, and to rest up for the
week to come. Things that are
prohibited during Shabbos
are known as ‘muktzeh’. For
example, money is not allowed
to be handled or exchanged
on the Sabbath, so if someone
were to try and hand you a
dollar bill, you might say,
“Sorry, I can’t take that,’ it is
muktzeh.”

The word Shabbos is a
Yiddishized spelling of
Shabbat. An easy way to tell
if a word comes directly from
Hebrew or has been influenced
by Yiddish is to look at the
ending. Yiddish words will
usually replace letters like ‘t’
with an ‘s’. Another example of
this is in a Bat vs Bas Mitzvah, or
brit vs bris.
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Introduction
A heated argument is
taking place and has been
for thousands of years.
We deliberate to voice our
own opinions, to prove
what others have declared,
and to validate the past.
Judaism – a culture bound
by millennia of traditions –
follows countless rigorous
customs and laws. These
traditions are strictly
adhered to, and observant
members of the faith go
through great lengths to
show their devotion to their
beliefs. Although these
laws and customs generally
remain uninterrupted over
the generations, they can
occasionally be challenged
by new ideas, new concepts,
or new technology.
Debates form around these
novelties and generate
new interpretations of old
conclusions.
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Institutions such as
historical religions – which
rely heavily on past events
to sustain and progress
their existence – cannot
casually alter their practices.
Doing so would discredit the
believers of the past and
undermine the observant
followers in the
present. Yet debate persists
and permeates Jewish
culture, and even lays the
framework for modern
concepts and ideas.
“Reverence for the
traditional has always been
deeply rooted in Judaism,
and even the mystics,
who in fact broke away
from tradition, retained a
reverent attitude towards
it…”
-Gershom Scholem, Major
Trends in Jewish Mysticism1

My thesis body of work
examines several pervasive
customs in contemporary
Judaism and proposes
new objects to aid their
implementation into daily
life. These objects are
meant to spark debate
and controversy and to be
analytically dissected. They
exist both as viable solutions
to seldom considered
problems and as catalysts
for discussions that may
otherwise never surface.
How do religions exist in an
increasingly secular and
individualized society? It is
clear from looking at major
faiths such as Judaism,
Islam and Christianity, that
the followers of such are
not a stagnated people.
Followers of major faiths,
and Judaism in particular,
seem capable of living in
two moments at once: the
past, and the ever shifting
present. Ritual laws created
thousands of years ago were
sensible to those living in
that time, but today can be
interpreted as nothing short
of restrictive for restriction’s
sake.
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Carrying
This is illustrated in the rule
against carrying an object
outside of your home during
Shabbos (A Yiddish and
popularized spelling of the
Sabbath or Shabbat2). This
rule was established and
implemented to keep people
from performing strenuous
labor during Shabbos and
is derived directly from
number four of the Ten
Commandments (Remember
the Sabbath day; to keep it
holy3). Tasks like gathering
firewood or moving stones
to build a fence would
have been — and still are
—forbidden on this day.
When you consider that
Shabbos is intended to be a
day of rest free from work,
these restrictions make
sense. Physically strenuous
activities like the gathering
of firewood would have been
postponed until the next
day, offering a break from
the demanding chores of
daily life, and allowing the
individual time to reflect on
the previous week.
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The prohibition didn’t (and
doesn’t) end at physically
laborious tasks. The
restriction is on carrying
anything, and this can range
from the aforementioned
large, heavy field objects to
the smallest things carriable.
Stooping down to pick up an
interesting stone was and
is forbidden to the same
capacity that hoisting a large
branch over your shoulder
would be. This rule applies
only to things being carried
outside the home; carrying
objects indoors is completely
permitted. This would have
been drastically easier to
abide with several thousand
years ago, before the
invention and popularization
of items like house keys and
pocket bags. Today, leaving
our homes without carrying
anything at all (including in a
pocket) seems unimaginable.
Keys, wallets, medication,
and even small children are
not permissible to carry
outside the boundaries of
your property.

Feminine Eruv
Silver, Mono filament
2020

Left: Masculine Eruv
Silver, leather, found findings, mono filament
2020

Carrying objects is an
integral part of living, and so
there have been countless
solutions offered attempting
to make this restriction less
prohibitive. These solutions
exist as substitutions to the
original ban, allowing life
to go on as necessary while
still fulfilling the spiritual
and religious aspects of
the law. For example: the
simple house key. In most
places, leaving your place
of residence unlocked while
you go to religious services
or even on a walk around
the neighborhood is entirely
unsafe. There’s the option
of leaving the key under a
mat or elsewhere hidden
on your property, but this is
similarly unwise and seems
a tremendous risk, especially
if it becomes your weekly
habit to do so. The accepted
solution to this problem is
called an eruv. The word
eruv ( )עירובliterally translates
as ‘mixture’.

It is a method of mixing the
private and public
domain so that carrying
objects outside the home
is permitted. It exists most
commonly as a thin length
of filament (similar to a
strengthened fishing line)
that stretches around the
boundaries of an observant
Jewish neighborhood. It is
often affixed to telephone
poles and is discreet enough
to be overlooked entirely by
those who don’t know it is
there. The eruv acts as a wall
around the neighborhood,
changing the streets and
sidewalks from public to
private. As the restriction on
carrying exists only in the
public domain, objects are
now able to be transported
without being considered
burdensome.
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Jewelry
However, many observant
Jewish people live in areas
without an eruv, due to
lack of demand (they
may live in an area with
few other Jewish people)
or controversy (many
eruvim have been hotly
contested in recent years
due to perception as being
an infringement upon
the separation of church
and state when installed
on public land4). So, the
question becomes: How
do I take my house key
with me when I leave my
house, without carrying it?
To answer this, we need
to understand exactly
what carrying is defined
as. Clothing and shoes
are always permitted, but
to place something in the
pocket of one’s clothing
is prohibited. From this, it
can be extrapolated that
carrying is not the same as
wearing5. Wearing clothing
is necessary and required
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in all circumstances to all
people in a way that carrying
objects could never be.
Jewelry too, is permissible
and is considered to be worn,
not carried. A wedding ring
doesn’t need to be removed
and left at home on
Shabbos because it is not
being carried, it is being
worn and so becomes a
part of your body. This is
because jewelry is created
with the intention of being
worn, the same way clothing
is. Intentionality makes a
tremendous impact here, as
an object with no apparent
ties to the body cannot
be granted the title of
‘wearable’. A book balanced
on top of a head therefore is
not worn, it is carried6, even
if it never comes into contact
with the carrier’s hands.

EruvRing
Silver, mono filament
2020
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Portable
Eruv
My Portable Eruv series
intensely considers these
specifications, and exists as
wearable pieces of jewelry
that extend the private
domain onto the body. A thin
length of filament wraps
around the four silver posts

attached to a main bracelet.
This filament encircles
the hand (or finger in the
case of the EruvRing) and
grants the body parts within
it the carrying power of
the private domain. With
these pieces of jewelry, the

Feminine Eruv
Silver, mono-filament
2020
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wearer cannot carry things
with their entire body, only
with whatever is within the
confines of the eruv. If worn
on the left hand, the right
hand is still prohibited from
carrying. If worn on a single
finger, the rest of that hand
is similarly immobilized.
This is plausible through
halacha because the objects
are clearly intended to be
jewelry. Crafted primarily
from silver, I have referenced
classic and modern jewelry
forms in the design of this
mini-series. With a tiny
hinge and a delicate safety
catch, the Feminine Eruv
cannot be misconstrued as
anything other than jewelry.
Likewise, the Masculine Eruv
combines silver and leather,
and features heavier, slightly
larger components.

There are dozens of laws
and regulations delineating
the specifications about
who can wear each specific
type of jewelry. Men are not
permitted to wear jewelry
that is considered to be only
for women, and vice versa.
For example, a line in the
Shulchan Aruch states that,
“A woman may not go out
with a signet ring; and if she
does go out with it, she is
liable. If it has no signet, she
should not go out, but if she
does she is exempt.”7
This restriction is because
a signet ring is traditionally
only worn by men, a
powerful symbol depicting
the family name or crest
and suggesting importance
and social influence. Since
there was no need for a
woman to wear a ring like
this for most of history, it
is not considered a female
jewelry item and women are
prohibited from wearing
them on Shabbos.
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Another common halacha is
the prohibition on women
to wear certain types of
adornments out of concern
they will remove them to
show their friends.
A man was not considered
likely to commit such
an infraction, and so is
permitted to wear those
adornments. As stated in
Mishna Shabbat 6,
“Even if it is considered
an ornament, there is still
concern that she might
remove it and carry it in her
hand in the public domain,
which is prohibited by Torah
law.”8

Right: Masculine Eruv
Silver, leather, found findings,
mono-filament
2020
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As these rules emphasize
the gender division in
historical and contemporary
Judaism, it is important
that the pieces I make also
acknowledge and consider
this divide. My Portable
Eruvs cannot be made in a
unisex design, as then they
might not be considered
jewelry at all if the ‘wrong’
person is to wear them. By
creating two different styles
of eruv bracelets I assure
that they will be definitively
viewed as jewelry, and will
therefore be subject to
rules considering such.
Titling them ‘Masculine’
and ‘Feminine’ as opposed
to ‘Men’s’ and ‘Women’s’
acknowledges the traditional
gender division without
confining the work to being
categorized as such.
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Tradition 				

“We are still carrying on the activity of the rabbis of old
who traced their authority through a chain of tradition to
Moses and the elders . . . even though in many points we
interpret our Judaism in a manner quite different from
theirs. We are justified in considering ourselves the latest
link in that long chain of authoritative teachers who carried
on their activity of teaching, preserving and developing
Judaism, and for our time we have the same standing as
they had...”
-Jacob Lauterbach 9
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and Reaction
The quote to the left
illustrates the Jewish
hesitation to change any
form of tradition, lest they
undermine scholars of
the past. Most customs,
practices, and even laws in
Judaism have been added to
and adapted over the years.
A surprising number of laws
are not explicitly stated in
the Torah, but have been
deduced and instituted
by rabbis, scholars, and
prophets of the past. These
individuals were considered
so knowledgeable and
connected to their faith
that their interpretations of
what is written in the bible
have been accepted and
authorized as law in their
own rights. These are known
as rabbinical laws. Some
interpretations have been
so assimilated into Jewish
culture over hundreds of
years that it is surprising
to many individuals that
the laws cannot be found
anywhere in the Torah, only
in subsequent holy writings.

Many of the laws and
substitutions already in
place in Jewish culture
relate directly to the body,
and I focus primarily on that
relationship, examining
how it can be emphasized
or dramatized. The pieces
I make have the potential
and expectation for both
interaction and discussion.
They revitalize and revive
traditions that may seem
taken for granted. Jewelry
lends itself to works of art
relating to the body, but
more than that it is already
an important part of the
biblical laws I am trying to
reflect upon. There exists
page after page of rules and
laws regarding the specific
types of jewelry a man can
wear versus a woman, or a
rich person can wear versus
a poor person, or at which
times of the year certain
adornments are acceptable.
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A significant part of the
development of this body of
work was the consideration
of the reactions from my
audiences, and what the
range of those audiences
would be. These pieces are
not intended to offend, but
to offer a reexamination
of what might, to some
people, be considered the
mundane. Several practices
that I examine already
have established and
accepted ‘solutions’; these I
accentuate and manipulate.
Other substitutions I create
entirely based on what I feel
is needed. Some of these
new solutions I am proposing
may seem ludicrous and
ridiculous, seemingly never
to be accepted as a viable
alternative to the biblical
restriction.
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However, when paired with
the current and historically
accepted customs, viewers
understand, consider, and
scrutinize the reality of
what is already in usage.
People become disgruntled
when change is thrust
upon them if that change
offers that individual little
benefit, identifying with
the old adage, “If it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it”. Because
of this, my pieces offer a
clearly recognizable benefit
to the observant Jewish
community. Though they
may not be particularly
convenient in a general
sense, they are more
convenient than living a truly
biblical life.

Although my intention is not
to offend, I recognize that as
being a possible outcome for
some audiences. I ward off
this offense by promoting
the work as an introduction
of the new, rather than a
criticism of the old. I am not
suggesting that with pieces
like the Wearable Eruv series
that traditional eruvim are
no longer necessary; rather
I am simply introducing
a novel and possible
alternative to what already
exists. With the introduction
of a hypothetical piece
such as this, debate is
sparked, precedence is
reviewed, and ultimately
an outcome is decided
upon. This dissection of
the hypothetical is already
intrinsic to Jewish culture,
but is this time manifested
in physical objects and
ideas as opposed to verbal
conversations and debates. I
view the body of work not as
asking ‘Why?’, but as asking
‘Why not?’ In this sense,
my work can be regarded
as additions rather than as
replacements.
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Research and 		
A considerable amount
of my research has been
delving into specific texts
relating to halacha (Jewish
law), and commentary
regarding it. This is where I
can see the actual biblical
restrictions, how they
are interpreted, and how
those interpretations
have been reinterpreted.
I am able to see the exact
requirements for building
a hypothetical substitution
to a law and can be sure
that the object or concept
I am proposing would be
valid and kosher. Through
considerable consultation
with rabbis, non-rabbinical
modern Orthodox Jews,
and self-identified secular
Jews, I ensure that my
solutions are lawfully sound
and that they are also as
inoffensive as possible. The
biblical commentary I am
considering is important
not only for the reasons
mentioned above, but also
because the layers and
years of commentary are
essentially scholars debating
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		 Debate
each other throughout
history. Even within the
subject of what types of
jewelry a woman can wear
on Shabbos, there are many
differing viewpoints and
opinions, making pinpointing
an authoritative rule
difficult. Different sects of
Judaism adhere to different
interpretations of a law, and
rabbis and sages throughout
history have fiercely
debated each other for the
‘correct’ interpretation.
Many of these arguments
are refuted later in history
by subsequent scholars
and figures, and then again
transformed and rebutted
several centuries later.
Debates and arguments are
an important part of Jewish
culture and history and even
in regular daily conversation,
certain cultures are
more prone to linguistic
arguments than others.
‘Cooperative overlapping’,
which is described by
linguist Deborah Tannen
as: “...talking at the same
time without interrupting;

exaggerated paralinguistic
features such as dramatic
changes in rate of speech,
loudness, and pitch; and
frequent storytelling in
which the point of the story
is dramatized rather than
stated and tends to be about
personal feelings.”10 This
linguistic phenomenon is
commonly used to generalize
the ‘argumentative New
York Jew’, instead of being
recognized for what it is: a
social11 celebration of
enthusiastic interest in the
conversation around you.
Thus the spirit of debate not
only permeates our studies
and academic endeavors, but
exists in the very manner we
communicate with our peers.
To speakers unfamiliar
with cooperative overlap,
this method of speech is
quite often considered rude
and brash. However, the
opposite is usually true,
as overlapping in Jewish
conversation shows genuine
engagement and interest in
the topic of the discussion.
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There are always
hypothetical questions
being raised, sometimes
absurd ones, in the interest
of finding an answer and
coming to a conclusion.
Research and documentation
and imperative in these
hypothetical situations,
as they are necessary to
back up the argument.
Even in the most bizarre of
hypotheticals, if there is
enough evidence to back
up your claim, there is no
reason why it won’t be
accepted as admissible.
An example of this is the
following exchange, found in
Menachot 37a of the Talmud:
Pelimo asked Rabbi:
“If a person has two heads,
on which should he place his
tefillin?
He said to him: “Either
get up and go to exile,
or accept upon yourself
excommunication.”
In the meantime, a man came
by and said: “A child was born
to me with two heads. How
much do I have to pay to the
kohen [for the redemption of
the firstborn]?”12
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This exchange shows
that although we might
initially scoff or dismiss
an outlandish hypothetical
as having no place in an
academic discussion,
there is always value to
considering and interpreting
it as a valid concern13.
Similarly, the pieces and
scenarios I create are
admissible as long as there
is evidence to back up
their validity. Since I am
bringing things out of the
hypothetical by actually
creating these solutions and
objects, they are undeniably
more impactful and
memorable than intangible
‘maybes’.
The work itself is a collection
of stand-alone pieces that
provoke reflection and
self-assessment. I am not
personally suggesting that
any of the objects I make be
used or sold, only that they
could be. By blurring the
line between absurdity and
practicality, introspection
is inevitably approachable.
Through the development
and iterations of these
pieces, many ‘whys’ and
‘why-nots’ have been

phrased. These questions
have propelled the work
forward, and the process
of asking them has become
an integral part of the final
works.
This is a body of work
requiring explanation to
many audiences, and I
assume the responsibility of
providing that explanation.
Works of art dealing with a
particularly niche subject
matter should not be
exclusively understandable
to the individuals who have
prior knowledge of the
subject. It is my job as the
artist and practitioner to
elaborate and explain to my
target audience exactly what
it is I am conveying.

In my process to inform
without coddling, I am
privileged to learn how
these traditions appear to
those who have never before
experienced them. This is
similar to my end goal of
introducing new objects
or customs to traditions
that haven’t yet been
established. I offer to the
audience the opportunity for
introspection, the promise
of debate, and the elation of
the unfamiliar.

“Debate and disputation are not only encouraged within
Judaism, they are at the heart of Jewish history and theology. As such, I believe that a chronicle of great debates,
like those presented in this book, is central to understanding the history of Jewish ideas.”
-Rabbi Barry L Schwartz, In Judaism’s Great Debates:
Timeless Controversies from Abraham to Herzl14
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Jewish Debate through

Social Media
Memes and media are
a recent - but powerful
- contributor to Jewish
debate. Social media
platforms like Twitter
and Tumblr open up the
conversation to younger
Jewish people, who might
not otherwise be involved in
this aspect of the culture.
The stereotypical image of
the elderly white bearded
man pouring over ancient
texts and volumes of
religious literature is now
being supplemented by
younger members of the
community with fingers
flying over a keyboard.
These postings and online
debates are helping to
bring tradition into the 21st
century.
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Mezuzot
A mini-series within this
body of work exists as
‘Wearable Mezuzahs’. A
traditional mezuzah is a
small scroll of parchment
upon which a blessing called
the Shema is handwritten
by a scribe. This scroll
(called a klaf) is housed in a
protective case commonly
made from wood, plastic,
metal, or glass, and affixed
to the right side of a doorway
of a Jewish residence.
They should be placed in
every doorway in the home,
including the main entrance,
a living room, a bedroom, a
study, or a kitchen. They are
not placed in a bathroom or
in a closet, as the former is
considered unclean and the
latter not considered to be
a living space. These scrolls
offer a form of protection
over the home and those
that live inside of it.
Right: Cloisonne Mezuzah
Silver, enamel, steel, parchment
2021
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Left: Wooden Mezuzah
Cherry, silver, steel, parchment
2021

During the Middle Ages new
additions were added to the
written lines of the mezuzah
scroll, intending to offer
even greater protection
to the owner. These were
often the names of angels or
certain Torah verses, and the
practice was discarded after
Maimonides protested, being
recorded as saying,

The power of these ritual
objects is clear here, as the
denial of a share in the world
to come (a concept similar
to the Christian heaven) is a
particularly powerful image.

“There is no harm in writing
on the outside; but those who
write on the inside the names
of angels, or holy names, or
verses, or other formula, are
of those who will have no
share in the future world. For
these fools not only defeat
in this manner the fulfilment
of a great commandment
which has for its end the
remembrance of the unity
of God, and the love of Him
and worship of Him, but turn
it into an amulet for their
selfish interest, believing in
their foolish hearts that it
can be made to serve the
preservation of transitory
worldly goods.” 15
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They also offer remembrance
of the relationship between
the Jewish people and G-d,
whose name is indicated
by the letter ( שpronounced

mezuzah on our brick-andmortar residences, which
protect us from the elements
and other dangers, why
wouldn’t we put them on our

‘shin’) on the outside of the
mezuzah case. By placing
these scrolls on the body as
jewelry objects, I suggest
that the body is a residence
as a house is. This idea
already exists to an extent
in Judaism, where the body
is considered to be ‘on
loan16’ from Hashem (Gd). The body is considered
to be a container for your
nefesh (soul) and not yours
alone17. It is from this notion
that the well known Jewish
taboo of tattoos and certain
piercings comes from. Since
you (your soul) are ‘renting’
your body and will have to
return it (at time of death),
you are asked to make no
permanent changes to it.
My WearableMezuzahs take
this idea to a literal sense,
and view the body as a direct
residence for the soul and
the individual. If we put a

skin-and-bone residences,
which protect us from all
else?
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Right: Flocked Mezuzah
Poplar, brass, flocking, steel,
parchment
2021
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Flocked Mezuzah
Poplar, brass, flocking, steel, parchment
2021
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These brooches grant the
wearer the same protection
outside the home as they
have inside, extending
the object as a talisman.

for generations, been
ready to leave a place at a
moment’s notice, and in
more recent generations,
been ready to hide just as

They also provide a person
without a home the mitzvah
of having a mezuzah.
The Jewish people are
historically a nomadic
people: we have been
moving from place to place
for thousands of years. An
entire holiday, Sukkot, is
dedicated to this nomadic
lifestyle, during which we
build temporary outdoor
dwellings that reflect those
used in ancient times. The
transient nature of our
people isn’t confined to
biblical times, and Jews have
been forced out of countless
countries and cities in the
past few centuries, up to
and including today. As
we reside in the diaspora,
the idea of a mezuzah that
grants protection affixed
to our bodies and not a
building starts to make
even more sense. We have,

quickly. With migration
compiling an important part
of our identities, mezuzahs
attached to our physical
beings seem indisputably
relevant.
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Right: Slanted Mezuzah
Nickel, poplar, screws, steel,
parchment
2021
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Slanted Mezuzah
Nickel, poplar, screws, steel, parchment
2021
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Clear Mezuzah
Acrylic, steel, parchment
2021
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ChairCoat

Some of my work deals with
popular and well known laws
– eruvs and mezuzahs are
both superbly well known
pieces of Judaism. Others
deal with more obscure and
lesser known laws. One in
particular found in Shabbos
19:17 tells us we cannot
wear furniture on top of our
heads as protection against
the rain. This is because the
furniture is not intended
to be used as protection
from the rain, and so it is
considered to be carried and
not worn.
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Commentary on Mishneh Torah, Shabbos 19:17:
“We may go out wearing coarse materials for protection
from the rain even though they are not usually worn as
garments. We may not, however, go out wearing furniture,
utensils or mats as protection from the rain. (These are not
garments at all, so he would be considered to be carrying
them.) If the bedding is soft and thin the way that garments
are, one may go out wearing them as a turban on Shabbos;
if they are firm, they are considered to be a burden and one
may not wear them in this fashion.”18
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My piece ChairCoat
addresses this law and
combines the furniture with
garment, eliminating the
division between the two
items. The chair is the coat,
and vice versa. They cannot
be removed from each other,
and so an individual needing
to wear a heavy coat as
protection from the elements
can now choose to transport
a chair if they so desire.
The chair is covered in the
same black, unassuming
fabric as the coat is made
of, blending them together
to be as visually inseparable
as they are physically.
Once the individual gets to
their desired destination,
the ChairCoat is removed
and placed on the ground,
becoming a usable chair
once more.

Left: ChairCoat
Wooden chair, coat, fabric
2021
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The black coat I chose to
use for this piece is a strong
reference to the black coats
commonly worn by Orthodox
Jewish men. These coats are

Terms like ‘the black
coats’ or ‘the black hats’
in areas like Brooklyn
serve to divide the Jewish
and secular communities

often used as an identifying
generalization by non Jewish
people. The traditional
reason the coats and hats
are black is because the
color black in clothing does
not usually draw a lot of
attention to itself, leaving
the wearer and those around
him to focus on other things.

from each other, creating
a sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’.
Secular Jews and goyim
(a non-Jewish person) use
signifiers such as these to
uphold this division, and
to separate their lives from
the seemingly indiscernible
number of black-clad
haredim (observant Jew).
Haredim wear long black
coats for many reasons,
including modesty to other
people and respect to
Hashem.

Right: ChairCoat
Wooden chair, coat, fabric
2021
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Orthodox Jewish men in Vienna, 1915
Image Source: Das k.u.k. Photoalbum by Franz Hubmann.
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A long garment is considered
respectful, and while
some chose to wear them
only on particular events
like Shabbos or a holiday,
many Jewish men choose
to wear them on a daily
basis, particularly the UltraOrthodox and Hasidic sects
of Judaism. These coats
(almost always accompanied
by a stylized black brimmed
hat) are a symbol of
belonging to the community,
and are a ritual that shows
solidarity with others in their
social sphere. My ChairCoat
breaks the traditional
silhouette of the black hat
and coat, which can serve
to distinguish the individual
who wears it from their
peers, or bring attention to
a manner of dressing that is
designed to blend in.
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The 39
Melachos
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Some other Shabbos
restrictions include
switching on a light,
switching off a television,
tearing toilet paper,
squeezing a tube of
toothpaste, and handling
money. There are actually
39 different categories of
work that are prohibited
during Shabbat, called the
‘39 Melachos’ (translated to
mean ‘39 forms’, shortened
from ‘39 forms of work’).
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The Order of Bread
1) Planting
2) Plowing
3) Reaping
4) Gathering
5) Threshing
6) Winnowing
7) Sorting
8) Grinding
9) Sifting
10) Kneading
11) Cooking/baking

The Order of Garments
12)
13)
14)
15)
16)
17)
18)
19)
20)
21)
22)
23)
24)
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Shearing
Laundering
Carding wool
Dyeing
Spinning
Warping
Threading heddles
Weaving
Separating two threads
Tying
Untying
Sewing
Tearing

The Order of Hides
25)
26)
27)
28)
29)
30)
31)

Trapping
Killing
Flaying/skinning
Preservation
Smoothing
Scoring
Measured cutting

The Order of Construction
32)
33)
34)
35)
36)
37)
38)
39)

Writing
Erasing
Construction
Demolition
Extinguishing a fire
Ignition
Fine-tuning
Transferring between domains

73

Device for
Signaling a
Goy
In our lives today, numbers
36 (Extinguishing a fire) and
37 (Ignition) are extremely
prevalent. Turning on a
light bulb is considered
ignition, as turning it off is
extinguishing. In fact, the
use of any electric object is
forbidden, and considered
muktzeh. This means you
must have all the lights
you will need in your house
switched on or off before
Shabbos starts. If you leave
a lamp on in your bedroom
accidentally, it will be on
all of Friday night, and you
have no way of shutting
it off. This goes for fans,
air conditioners, radios,
televisions, electronic
children’s toys, an iron,
whatever you have that has
a plug or an On/Off switch.
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There is the possibility
of using a pre-set timer
for your lights and other
appliances, but if you forget
to set it, or set it incorrectly,
it is rendered useless.

Right: Device for Signaling a Goy
Nylon, spray paint, wood, brass,
hardware, paracord

Once the sun has set and
Shabbos has started, a
Jewish person is not allowed
to perform any of the 39
Melachos, or to ask a nonJew directly to perform them
in their stead. A solution
that has developed is to
find a non-Jew (usually by
going outside your residence
and waiting till someone
walks by) and heavily
hinting towards the task
that you want done. This
is known in Hebrew as לנכרי
( אמירהphonetically: Amira
lincari), or ‘A statement to a
foreigner’.

An example of this is if you
have left the lamp on in
your bedroom as mentioned
above, and you wish it to
be turned off. You might go
outside and wait till someone
passes by, then get their
attention and proclaim, “Oh,
it’s so bright in my bedroom!
I certainly wish the lamp
wasn’t on, I don’t know how
I’ll get to sleep tonight with
all that light in the room.”
The hope is that the nonJewish individual will quickly
get the message, and be
willing to follow you inside
to switch off the light. Since
there wasn’t a direct request
made, it is not considered to
be desecrating Shabbos.
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My Device for Signaling a
Goy pushes this concept
farther, and eliminates
the need for any form
of linguistic interaction.
Although the ‘Shabbos
Goy’ practice as it is known
is generally accepted,
there is some debate as to
whether the verbal hinting
is truly indirect enough to
be considered appropriate
for Shabbos. My flags use
no true language, instead
relying on simple images
of popular devices that one
may need manipulated on
Shabbos. The flags are able
to be raised and lowered
from inside the house, and
use no pulleys or levers
that would otherwise
break Shabbos. Asking
Rabbi Moshe Moscowitz of
Providence, Rhode Island to
consider the validity of the
flags, his response was that
the flags on their own pose
no danger to desecrating
the Shabbos, and the deeper
question they pose of asking
a non-Jew for help would
take further consideration
on his part. This opinion was
confirmed by Rabbi Moshe
Plotkin of New Paltz, New
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York. In fact, the concept of
a ‘Shabbos Goy’ has been
contested for centuries. It
is commonly accepted in
areas with a large Jewish
population such as New
York City, but frowned upon
in other places where the
practice would be harder to
convey to a passing gentile.
The large, clear images on
my flags are visible from
across the street or down
the block, and a passerby
is easily able to assess the
situation, decide whether
they are willing to help, and
approach the residence at
their discretion. The flags
can then be moved back into
their passive position once
the task is completed. Using
the color red, which is often
used for alerts and attention
(stop signs, emergency exits,
fire trucks), these flags are
unlikely to be overlooked
when unfurled, and provoke
a sense of urgency to those
who come across them.

Details: Device for Signaling a Goy
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Alternate
Kaparot

Kapparot Ceremony Before the Day of Atonement.
(From a woodcut, Augsburg, 1530.)
Image Source: Jacobs, Joseph. 1906. The Jewish
Encyclopedia. Volume 7, page 435
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Controversies in certain
areas of Jewish traditions
already exist. One example
of this is the custom of
Kaparot, in which a live
chicken is swung around
a person’s head on the
evening before Yom Kippur.
While the chicken is swung,
a blessing is recited that
spiritually and symbolically
transfers all of the person’s
sins of the past year to
the bird, which is then
sheched (slaughtered)
and given to charity. In
recent decades, several
groups have contested the
continuation of this practice
due to concerns of animal
cruelty. Although the hens
and roosters (selected in
accordance with the sex of
the human) are humanely
killed, they are often kept
in crowded, small cages
prior to the ritual. The very
act of swinging them while
alive is also questionable,
and although it is becoming
increasingly frowned upon
to do so, the practice is
still quite common in UltraOrthodox communities.
An extant solution is to
substitute the animal with

a bag of coins, to which a
modified blessing is recited,
and which is likewise
distributed as tzedakah
(charity). There are records
going back over 1000 years
describing the substitutions
of different animals such
as ducks, geese, fish, or
sheep. This was often based
upon the wealth of the
family or the scarcity of the
sacrifice19.

81

The very practice of kaparot
itself has always been highly
contested, with several
famous scholars from
history such as the Rambam
condemning it as a ‘pagan
rite’20 and promoting that it
be abandoned. Despite this,
the custom remains quite
popular and prevalent every
year before Yom Kippur. It
is believed that the custom
was popularized by Natronai
ben Hilai21, a well known
Jewish scholar living in the
9th century. The tradition is
thought to be derived from
the fact that the ancient
Hebrew word ( גברgever) can
be used to refer to either a
man or a rooster22. When
the bird is killed after the
sins are transferred into it,
it is understood from this
to act as a substitution
for the human who did the
transferring.
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With my Alternative Kaparot,
I retain that important
aspect in both likeness
and depiction. With cotton
chickens swung over the
head, there is no possibility
of animal abuse during
the act of kaparot. Real,
dried chicken feet are
attached to the cloth birds,
symbolizing a real chicken
that was slaughtered as
atonement for the swinger’s
sins. Kaparot is a custom
that is equally concerned
with facing your own
mortality, and the giving of
tzedakah to those in need.
My AlternativeKaparot, if
ever manufactured and
distributed for general
use, would pledge that the
chicken killed for the feet in
use would be given as charity
to the poor. In this way, I
maintain every important
aspect of this tradition, while
eliminating any concern over
the mistreatment of animals
that is rampant associated
with the custom.

Alternate Kaparot
Cotton, twine, chicken feet, beads, acrylic, brass
2020
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Photo Credit: Menahem Kahana for pri.org
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Process

“Judaism not only maintains a great respect for debate;
one could readily argue that debate is central to its
religious expression.”
-Rabbi Barry L Schwartz23
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I am designing these objects
as prototypes serving
to spark debate, rather
than manufacture-ready
products. As they stand
now, they are one-off items,
functioning as introductory
conversations to under
discussed concepts. They
hypothesize what might
be, while referencing
what already is. A form
of design fiction, these
items allow my viewers
to ‘make speculations
concrete’24. Objects like the
ones I am developing must
simultaneously follow a
strict and a novel process.
I have hundreds of years of
Jewish law to reference, with
layers of commentary to
supplement them. However,
with the development of new
objects and new concepts,
there is very little in the way
of specific precedence. This
is where debate comes into
play in my practice. I suggest
something: a concept, an
idea, an object, a change.
I present this idea to other
Jewish people and listen. I
am almost always met with
understanding for what I
am suggesting, and a lot of

questions. For a hypothetical
to be considered, it needs
to be built as realistically as
possible. This is essentially
world-building; I describe
the exact setting, place,
time, people and materials
my objects would employ. I
wait for someone to fire back
at me “Ah, but what if…”, and
take those What-Ifs back to
my studio to consider and
implement. Once they have
been resolved, I take them
back to the Jewish public,
and present them once
again. Maybe my resolutions
have solved the issue, or
perhaps they have created
several more problems
that are now recognizable.
My process relies on these
confrontations as the basis
of my research.
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Summary

There is no way to separate
the spirit of debate from
Judaisim; as illustrated
in the quote above, it
can be concluded to be a
fundamental cornerstone of
the religion. As delineated
throughout this document,
there are numerous ways
that debate and argument
have influenced the
development of customs
within Jewish history.
Through objects, written and
verbal language, and the
study of biblical resources,
we see a steadfast
conviction to adhere to the
traditions of the past while
embracing the movements
in the present. Though these
new concepts and ideas
usually arise naturally, I
found it quite effective to
intentionally create these
situations by use of new
objects. Where debate could
exist, but didn’t, I drew it to
the surface by implementing
my work in biblical and
rabbinical context. I have
been asked numerous
times in the development
of this body of work if I was
intending to market my
objects, to produce them, to

sell them. I have no interest
in doing this, as although I
am creating objects, I am in
reality creating concepts.
No patents, trademarks,
or labels could exist on
the pieces I made as they
are all prototypes for
different ways of thinking
about a tradition. They
invite iteration and future
modifications, existing
as objects and jewelry
second, and concepts first.
I encourage any debates,
arguments, contentions,
controversies, disputes,
or deliberations that may
arise while pondering these
concepts. How the work
exists from now on is no
longer up to me, nor should it
be: I invite the Jewish public
to consider them further and
accept or reject these ideas
as they see fit.
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Glossary

Here you will find a concise list of all the italicized
words contained in this book, along with a brief
description.

Bar/Bas/Bat Mitzvah

A coming of age celebration for a 13 year old boy
or a 12 year old girl.

Bris/Brit

The circumcision performed 8 days after a baby
boy is born.

Diaspora
Anywhere outside Israel where Jews are
currently living.
Eruv/Eruvim

A boundary, usually implemented by a thin
length of cord, that stretches around the walls
of a Jewish neighborhood, allowing objects to be
carried outside of one’s home.

Gentile

The English word for a non-Jewish person.

Goy/Goyim

The Yiddish and Hebrew word for a non-Jewish
person.

Halacha

Jewish law as it is found and debated from the
Talmud.
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Haredi/haredim

A Hebrew word for an observant Jewish person.

Hashem

Literally translates to ‘The Name’. A respectful way
to refer to God without taking the name in vain.

Hasidic

An Orthodox sect of Judaism, notable for their
revived spiritual beliefs and long ringlets of hair
called ‘peyos’

Kaparot

A custom before Yom Kippur in which a person’s
sins are transferred to a substitute, usually a live
chicken.

Klaf

The parchment inside a mezuzah case on which
the Shema is written by a scribe.

Kosher

Something that adheres to halacha.

Maimonides

A prolific and influential Torah scholar of the
Middle Ages; also known as The Rambam.

Mezuzah

A protective case containing a scroll, to be hung
on the doorframe of every room in a Jewish
residence.

Mishna

A collection of written oral traditions from the
Torah.
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Mitzvah

Literally translates to ‘commandment’; something
considered to be a religious duty and a spiritually
beneficial thing to do.

Muktzeh

Something which cannot be handled on Shabbos.

Nefesh

The Hebrew word for ‘soul’.

Rabbi

A learned Jewish scholar who is considered to be
the leader of a community.

Shabbos/Shabbat

The period from Friday night to Saturday night
where no work is done.

Sheched/Shechita

A humane and kosher way of slaughtering an
animal.

Shema

A fundamental prayer that is recited every
morning upon waking.

Shulchan Aruch

Literally translates to ‘Long Table’; a collection of
Jewish laws and decrees.

Sukkot

An autumnal holiday celebrating the nomadic way
of life associated with Jewish people beginning in
the Exodus.
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Talmud

A central collection of rabbinic laws, studies,
decrees, and texts derived directly from the
Torah.

Tefillin

A religious item consisting of straps of leather and
a small box that are wrapped around the arms and
head in daily prayer; phylacteries.

Torah

The Hebrew bible as dictated by God.

Tzedakah

Charity, derived from the Hebrew word for
‘justice’.

Ultra-Orthodox

A denomination of religous Jews marked by
unusually strict adherence to laws and traditions.

Yom Kippur

An autumnal holiday, considered the holiest day of
the Jewish year, where an individual atones for the
sins of the past year.
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